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it’s happened to us all. 
knowledge gained in the 
past, but untapped for many years suddenly springs 
forward in our mind when the need to access it arises. 
perhaps it was while playing a trivia board game or 
watching a television game show, but for one oU 
law alumnus, it was during a job interview. and that 
job would take him to another continent 8,000 miles 
away from home to a place where the geography, 
climate, culture and legal system represented a vast 
departure from his “normal.” 
it was his knowledge of native american law and 
its multitude of jurisdictional issues that benefi ted 
Michael Ridgeway (’94) and helped him land a job 
that would take him and his wife, Judy Ridgeway
(’75), to Dubai, United arab emirates, for a three-year, 
life-altering adventure.
The ridgeways had similar motivations for attending 
law school and becoming lawyers, but they were 
on very different timelines. Judy graduated from 
northwestern oklahoma state University in 1970 with 
a bachelor’s degree in psychology and sociology. for 
a year, she lived in new york City, where she worked 
as a social worker, “in the fi eld on the streets, making 
sure welfare clients were still breathing before they got 
their benefi t checks,” she said. 
her experience in that job led her 
to study law. “i decided most of 
the problems of the poor were 
legal, and they sorely lacked 
adequate representation,” said 
Judy. “as a social worker, i did not 
have enough power. lawyers had 
the power to make a difference.” 
she entered oU law in 1971, 
attending classes in monnet 
hall as Judith anne nieberlein, 
a self-described “all-american 
hippie,” whose political and social 
perspectives had changed by the 
time she earned her J.D.
During her fi rst job interview after 
law school graduation, Judy was 
shocked when the senior partner 
in a small-town oklahoma law 
fi rm asked her how fast she could 
type. in no uncertain terms, she 
informed him that is was none of 
his business. “i walked out and 
The ridgeways of Dubai:
native american law knowledge translates well
| By JOnella Frank |
while in Dubai, Judy and michael ridgeway are learning as much as possible about the people and culture of the 
emirate. above, they visit a popular tourist destination. 
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opened my own offi ce,” Judy said. “i never applied 
for another job and have been in private practice in 
norman, oklahoma, since.”
michael, on the other hand, took a less direct route to 
pursuing the career to which he was drawn for the fi rst 
time as a self-conscious seventh-grader with new braces 
on his teeth. in school he was repeatedly subjected to 
verbal abuse by one of his teachers. “instead of calling 
me by my name, he called me ‘brace face’ or ‘metal 
mouth.’ i wanted my parents to sue the teacher for 
intentional infl iction of emotional distress or something 
– anything – to punish him,” michael said. “They chose 
a different method of dealing with the problem. even 
though they did not even talk to a lawyer, i somehow 
got it into my head that lawyers could change the world 
and correct any form of injustice.”
But his passion for the law had cooled by the time he 
entered the University of oklahoma as a freshman in 
1976. after fi ve semesters, michael took an extended 
sabbatical from college. During that time, he worked 
as an insurance adjuster and later, as a private 
investigator. he met Judy during this period of his life 
when she hired him to conduct an investigation.
The couple married in 1988 and michael returned 
to oU, after an absence of almost 10 years, and 
completed a degree in public administration in 1991. 
with his interest in the law rekindled, michael entered 
oU law and graduated in 1994. 
after graduation, he worked in a small law fi rm and 
also as a solo practitioner. however, he wasn’t happy 
in private practice, and, in looking back on his days 
as an insurance adjuster, he thought he might enjoy 
regulatory law. he contacted the general counsel of 
the oklahoma insurance Department and submitted 
his resume. after not hearing anything for six months, 
michael was called in for an interview and offered the 
job of assistant general counsel. 
he worked at the insurance Department for 13 years, 
serving in the administration of three elected insurance 
commissioners, and was named general counsel in 
2005. however, when state voters elected a new 
insurance commissioner in 2010, michael lost his job. 
his original plan was to take some time off and build 
a greenhouse on the 50 acres of land east of norman 
where he and Judy live, but much to his surprise, 
he was in great demand as a consultant and expert 
witness. within a month, his work schedule was full 
and he was turning away business.
in early february 2011, michael received an email 
“out of the blue” from a headhunter in Dubai 
retained by the Dubai financial services authority 
to assist with a worldwide search to fi ll the position 
of general counsel. The Dfsa is the consolidated 
regulator of all types of fi nancial services conducted 
in or from the Dubai international financial Centre, a 
specifi c geographic area within the emirate of Dubai. 
in this free zone, the civil and commercial laws of 
the United arab emirates and Dubai do not apply. 
a comprehensive body of law is in place just for 
the DifC. 
“i called Judy and said, ‘you’re not going to believe 
this.’ i read the email to her and within minutes 
we decided it sounded like fun,” michael said. “of 
course, we knew it was probably a longshot, but it 
seemed like i could learn some things about myself 
and the recruitment process used by a well-known 
international fi nancial regulator.”
The two-month-long interview process resulted 
in michael being offered the job of Dfsa general 
counsel. The couple’s discussions about the job began 
with the focus on enjoying the experience of the 
process, and had evolved into how they could wrap 
up their business and make arrangements for all their 
“stuff” that was to remain in oklahoma while they 
would be in Dubai. 
“we had visited Dubai and were impressed by the 
city and by michael’s prospective co-workers. The 
“ i somehow got it into my head that lawyers 
could change the world and correct any 
form of injustice.”
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decision to move was easy,” explained Judy. “we 
decided michael would go to Dubai ahead of me to 
fi nd a place to live and get settled, and i would remain 
behind for about six weeks to take care of business 
and personal details in oklahoma. Up to that point, 
the longest michael and i had been apart during our 
25 years of marriage was probably less than 10 days. 
That six-week period was lonely, and it involved letting 
go of a lot of things that had long been part of my 
daily life.” 
June 28, 2011, was michael’s fi rst day as Dfsa 
general counsel. he is the primary legal adviser for 
the Dfsa chief executive and board of directors, but 
has no direct involvement in regulatory matters or 
administrative procedures. he has responsibility for a 
variety of matters, including drafting of legislation and 
organizational policies, participating in negotiations 
and discussions with offi cials from the Dubai and 
United arab emirates governments, and assessing and 
managing a variety of legal risks the Dfsa might face. 
The United arab emirates has a legal system of civil 
law. all offi cial versions of legislation are enacted 
in arabic, and court proceedings are conducted in 
arabic. The DifC has its own common law legal 
system and court system, where proceedings are 
conducted in english. michael explained, “The DifC 
is like a landlocked island within the emirate of Dubai 
where english is the offi cial language of the common 
law legal system.
“The Dfsa regulates business within the DifC, but 
in the rest of the United arab emirates the fi nancial 
services are subject to federal regulation. This can 
result in jurisdictional questions where, for example, a 
DifC-licensed fi rm is offering investments or advice to 
customers located outside the DifC,” he continued. 
it was this type of jurisdictional issue about which 
michael was asked during the interview process. he 
was able to call upon his studies at the oU College of 
law with nationally recognized native american law 
expert professor rennard strickland. 
The Dubai skyline is seen from the ridgeways' kitchen balcony.
michael, a former editor-in-chief of the 
American Indian Law Review, was able to 
respond when asked about cross-border 
activities and jurisdiction.
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michael, a former editor-in-chief of the American 
Indian Law Review, was able to respond when asked 
about cross-border activities and jurisdiction. “By 
explaining how similar jurisdictional issues involving 
oklahoma’s ‘checkerboard’ of indian Country have 
been resolved by the courts, i was able to demonstrate 
an understanding of principles that were relevant 
between the United arab emirates federal government 
and the ‘island’ of the DifC jurisdiction,” he said.
when Judy joined michael in Dubai in summer 2011, 
she was still in the process of closing her law practice 
of 36 years. “During the fi rst year in Dubai i went 
back to the Usa about every other month, completing 
pending trials and handling children and rental 
property,” she said. Judy has signifi cantly curtailed her 
international travel. her last trip home was in october 
2012, when she and michael were able to take in two 
oU football games. 
since her fi rst and only interview for a job as a 
lawyer in 1975, Judy worked hard at building her law 
practice. During the fi rst fi ve years, she was often in 
the courtroom. she handled personal injury, product 
liability and mass tort cases – high stakes, high-stress 
legal work. 
on april 10, 1980, Judy accepted that she was an 
alcoholic and a drug addict and changed her life’s 
course. “i joined a self-help group, and have been 
sober and active with helping others since that day,” 
she stated. 
with a fresh view and new priorities, Judy made 
another change. “Custody trials became my passion. 
i returned to my natural ‘helping’ mode and usually 
chose the underdog, who at that time was fathers, 
alcoholic or drug addicted mothers, or mothers who 
had given up their children,” she explained. “my past 
became an asset rather than a hindrance. i could share 
my experience with others, and expose them to a 
different way of living. working with lawyers helping 
lawyers was a great gift to me. ”
since moving to Dubai, Judy has worked on “letting 
go of bossing” and is developing her helpmate 
qualities. “i have learned more about the meaning 
of marriage and the signifi cance of the word 
‘housewife,’” said Judy. “i also became aware of 
how much of my own self-worth was attached to 
my profession. now my need for recognition is met 
from within.” 
in addition to learning to be a terrifi c cook, helpmate 
and housewife, Judy has been teaching english to 
emirati students and adults. she also is taking belly 
dancing lessons. and, she joked, “i am working on 
becoming a Dubai staple, ‘a high-maintenance wife.’” 
Judy and michael have three adult children and 
two of them have made the trip to Dubai, which 
takes 17 hours in actual fl ight time. The oldest, C.B. 
payne, Judy’s son from a previous marriage, lives in 
Dallas with his wife, Cass, and their son, Zeb, born in 
living and working in Dubai has been 
“a bit like law school in that the learning 
curve has been really steep.”
while visiting Big red, an area of the desert between Dubai and 
hatta, michael poses with the falcon of a local man who allows 
people to take pictures in exchange for the equivalent of $2.72.
During a camping trip in the desert, the ridgeways were visited by a 
herd of camels.
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november 2011. They’ve not yet made the trip, but 
in november 2013, when michael and Judy celebrate 
their 25th wedding anniversary, the paynes will meet 
the ridgeways in london for a few days and then 
travel on to Dubai for the “iconic” family vacation.
Their second child, Charles ridgeway, lives in norman 
and works as a barber. he visited his parents in 
february 2012.
amy ridgeway, their youngest child, has racked up 
the highest total of frequent fl yer miles. she visited 
in august 2011, shortly after Judy joined michael in 
Dubai, and again in December 2011. after graduating 
from princeton University, amy made the trip for a 
third time in July 2012. she lives in norman and has 
taken the law school admission Test. “after years 
of protesting that there was no way she would ever 
be a lawyer, she seems to be changing her tune,” 
michael said.
michael describes living in Dubai as “a bit like living 
in Disneyland.” of the 100 tallest buildings in the 
world, 23 of them are in Dubai. one of them, the Burj 
khalifa, is the tallest building in the world. more than 
a half mile tall, it is twice the height of the empire 
state Building. 
“we can go snow skiing or sledding at the mall of the 
emirates, four-wheeling in the desert, fi shing in the 
persian gulf or visit the traditional markets,” michael 
said. “Common sights are camels and camel crossing 
signs, as well as ferraris, lamborghinis, maseratis 
and porsches, which are as common as Toyotas in 
oklahoma.” 
in contrast to america, often described as a melting 
pot where immigrants’ cultures blend and merge into 
what has become american, michael said Dubai is 
better described as a salad bowl where many different 
nationalities and cultures retain their unique fl avors 
and coexist side-by-side. 
But with that coexistence of cultures and languages, 
sometimes come communication diffi culties. michael 
told of bragging about the birth of his grandson to 
one of his emirati co-workers. she asked the child’s 
name and michael replied “Zeb.” she blushed upon 
hearing the name and when questioned, would only 
say that he should not say the name in public. michael 
later learned that his grandson’s name is similar to the 
arabic slang term for a male body part.
Judy also had an issue with language differences. 
when the ridgeways were moving into their Dubai 
apartment, she was speaking with the security 
guard and the leasing agent, both pakistanis. after 
unsuccessful attempts by Judy to communicate a point 
to the security guard, the leasing agent interrupted, 
suggesting that she would convey the message and 
said, “miss Judy does not know how to communicate 
properly.” later, Judy commented that this was a 
surprising comment about someone who earned her 
living for more than 35 years communicating in a 
courtroom! 
michael admitted that living and working in Dubai has 
been “a bit like law school in that the learning curve 
has been really steep.” for both michael and Judy, 
some of the learning has been introspective.
During a visit to a camel farm near the Dubai camel racetrack, a trainer invited Judy to hop on.
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after completing two-thirds of his commitment to 
the Dfsa, michael said he realizes he is part of a 
greater humanity, which includes people who had very 
different upbringings but still experience the same 
feelings. “people in america think of the middle east 
as a violent, scary place,” he said. “people from asia 
hear about school shootings and the Boston marathon 
bombing and think america is a violent, scary place.”
michael views his three years in Dubai as an 
opportunity to be an ambassador for oklahoma and 
the United states. “people i meet may form their 
opinion of americans based on their interaction with 
me. Because of that, i tend to focus on the positive 
traits and values of my home country and state,” 
stated michael. “most people still seem to have a 
positive impression of the United states, and i have 
been able to educate many people about the virtues 
of oklahoma and its residents.” 
he continued, “i have grown close to a number of 
people who appear on the surface to be very different 
than i am. however, i feel like a part of them, rather 
than apart from them. i feel faith in our similarities 
rather than fear of our differences.”
Judy expressed a similar sentiment. “i believed the 
american way was the best way. in Dubai, i’ve seen 
a system that has opened my judgmental eyes,” she 
said. “i feel safe in the middle east. safe to leave my 
purse in the shopping cart while i look at something 
down the aisle. safe to leave my home door unlocked. 
safe to walk alone in the evening. The most important 
lesson i have learned is that the individuals of all 
nationalities respect the beliefs of all others and their 
focal desire is to live in peace on a daily basis and 
improve the lot of their family.” 
The ridgeways have always loved traveling and seeing 
new sights and cultures, but before they had the 
opportunity to come to Dubai, the schedules and 
pressures of everyday life kept them fully occupied. 
“Dreams of visiting strange lands were discussed in 
future tense as something we would do together after 
we retired,” said michael. “however, it worried us that 
our older lawyer friends never really seemed to retire – 
a better description might be that they downsized and 
eventually faded away.” 
They both encourage anyone considering working 
outside the United states to do it. “open-mindedness, 
patience and tolerance are key,” commented Judy. “if 
you don’t already have them, you will develop them.”
michael added, “Do it. it will be an adventure and 
an opportunity to see things you never even knew 
existed. you will see the world through a new pair 
of glasses.”
a new pair of glasses enabled michael ridgeway to 
say, “if i had to pick one thing about law school that 
shaped the course of my life, i would have to say it 
was my experience with the American Indian Law 
Review. The jurisdictional issues that affect indian 
Country opened my eyes to a better understanding 
of U.s. federalism, and now they help me understand 
how i can walk across the street in a foreign country 
and enter an arabic language civil law system, leaving 
the english language common law system a few 
steps behind.”
and looking through those new lenses, michael was 
reminded of something he fi rst believed as a seventh-
grader in braces. “law school also taught me that 
lawyers really can change the world.” | S l |
“ open-mindedness, patience and tolerance 
are key. if you don’t already have them, you 
will develop them.”
Judy stands at the end of the palm Jumeirah, a group of man-made 
islands arranged in the shape of a palm tree.
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